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In the 1980s the World Bank financed the paving of a 900-mile road, BR-364, opening the western
Amazon to the rest of Brazil. As a result of improved access to the region provided by the road and
related development incentives, cattle ranchers, timber companies and peasants from depressed
regions of the country have arrived and destroyed large sections of the rain forest in Rondonia, and
overrun Indian settlements. The road paving project was part of a loan package called the Northwest
Development Program (Polonoroeste) that was supposed to be a model of development combined
with environmental protection. The World Bank has lent Brazil $432 million for Polonoroeste, most
dedicated to paving BR-364, which runs from Cuiaba, capital of Mato Grosso state, and northwest
through rain forest to Porto Velho, Rondonia's capital. Prior to the Bank loan, for Rondonia the road
was a tenuous lifeline to the rest of Brazil. Torrential rains turned the dirt road into an impassable
sea of mud for six months of the year. World Bank officials believed that paving the two-lane
highway would create jobs, and encourage some of Brazil's poor to immigrate to Rondonia where
they could obtain land. They also believed the project would permit private companies and the
government to exploit the region's natural resources. Meanwhile, with World Bank money and its
own financial resources, Brasilia was to create institutions dedicated to resettling the immigrants,
and providing safeguards for the rain forest and the Indian population against the development
projects and immigrants. Attracted by government tax incentives which made the land extremely
cheap, cattle ranching enterprises also moved in, and cut down hundreds or thousands of hectares
of tropical forest to create pastureland. The promise of land and a new start in life quickly brought
large numbers of poor immigrants to the region. The farmers initiated the following pattern: chop
down the forest to plant rice, beans and manioc to grow food and a small surplus for sale; when,
after two or three years, the soil could no longer sustain crops, move on to raze a few more hectares
to plant more crops. Philip Fearnside, a scientist who tracks the deforestation of the Amazon, told
the Washington Post that 10 million acres of Rondonia's forest cover have disappeared, equivalent
to 15% of the state. In 1975, only 0.5% of the forest cover had been removed. Although the number
of immigrants arriving in Rondonia declined from 165,899 in 1986 to 103,654 in 1987, settlers and
cattle ranchers deforested more land in Rondonia last year than any previous year. The government
also failed to contain malaria, or to build enough schools for the immigrants' children. In 1987,
there were 228,059 registered cases of malaria in a total population of 1,026,939. Thus, at least
one in every four residents of Rondonia came down with the disease. Environmentalists in the
US and Western Europe point to the devastation, arguing that BR-364 exemplifies the kind of
ecological disaster brought about by loans distributed by the World Bank and other multilateral
institutions. US Treasury Secretary James Baker and the Congress, led by Sen. Robert Kasten (RWis.), have supported the environmental groups in their campaign to pressure the Inter-American
Development Bank and the World Bank to refuse loans for prjects that destroy rain forests, pollute
rivers and erode topsoil. The World Bank now has guidelines on how bank projects should avoid
or minimize environmental damage. An environmental department created a year ago has a
60-member staff, and others with experience in environmental matters have been posted to the
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bank's four regional sectors. The World Bank is negotiating a multimillion-dollar loan project
with Brasilia known as Polonoroeste II that would continue the agro-ecological zone program;
provide assistance to immigrants already residing in Rondonia; and, strengthen public agencies
charged with protecting the environment and Indian settlements. (Basic data from Washington Post,
07/24/88)
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